O No. 16
SSE Riga/BICEPS Occasional papers

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC'S IMPACT ON MIGRANTS’
DECISION TO RETURN HOME TO LATVIA

Zane Varpina
Kata Fredheim

Stockholm School of Economics in Riga
Baltic International Centre for Economic Policy Studies

June 2022
ISSN 1691-3620

A\

o{',,'::?%:\\c'y

O & S O

= r. be! 9 baltic

. lg"é"a =y international
£y 2
b L o centre for

0,<\€~‘.~./;/ c.é“\\o economic
CoNO policy

studies

SSE RIGA

Postal address: Strélnieku iela 4a, Riga, LV-1010, Latvia
Telephone: +371 67015870 Fax: +371 67015874

Website: www.sseriga.edu / www.biceps.org
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The Covid-19 pandemic restricted people's moverenalso changed their course of
life. For some migrants, this meant re-evaluatipgastunities abroad and back home.
This paper uses findings from interviews with thed® returned to Latvia during the
pandemic to gain insight into the ways the pandenfigenced their decision to return.
We find that the pandemic impacted how people tlohketurn. It was both a reason
and a catalyst, accelerating life events and lepttirdecisions to return. For some who
contemplated return the pandemic accelerated decisiotivated by missing people,
loneliness, and missing community. The pandemidtarichmediate consequences also
directly affected migrants; livelihood and work;nse returned quickly. For some of
these migrants, the pandemic also acted as ab@arteaving again soon after a return.
Circular migration journeys of coming back and iegvagain feed into the narrative
that for many migrants returning is more a stophigir journey than the destination
itself. The much anticipated great wave of retitregems was more like a tide. People
moved back and forth between borders, seekingysafed community in times of

uncertainty while trying to maintain their work astlidies.

Keywords: Latvia, return migration, Covid-19, reasons fdurae, decision to return
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Introduction

Latvia experienced the high rate of depopulatiorthie first decade of the 2000s[1].

Migration was a key contributor; after the accessibe European Union, Latvians

increasingly opted for opportunities abroad [2]trA¢ting return migrants has been a
priority for policymakers and businesses in Latésa,in other countries that joined the
European Union after 2004 [3]. Return migration hmen linked to increase in

entrepreneurship [4] and brain gain, investmerd,skill transfer by return migrants [5].

In recent year, only a third of emigration is retunigration [6] and the government
launched messaging campaigns and support init&iiveduding grants and dedicated
coordinators to assist with return and resettlerfigra].

What makes people return is a key question to desitective policies, especially

returnees reasons to migrate back differs from ehather voluntary migrants. Family

reasons and seeking growth weigh more than econeasons for returnees [9, 10]. This
is the case for Latvia also, homesickness, pagrotind family were found to be the most
important reasons for returning to the homeland {21 13]. At the same time, seeking
opportunities for a better lifestyle [14] or entrepeurship [4] also influenced returnees’
decision-making.

At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, many poptiteories circulated about how the
pandemic could impact migration and return migratiSome speculated that return
migration will increase since Latvians will wantlie home during these difficult times,
others feared that all forms of migration will corteea halt due to borders closing.
Migration flows decreased due to travel restrictiamd border closures [15]. Efforts to
attract and support returns intensified [16].

At least temporarily the world has changed: theeeeamore restrictions, life seemed to
have slowed for many, and unemployment across Eusgared. At the same time,
barriers to mobility increased. As countries closieeir borders, many feared staying
abroad or could not leave home again. Migratiohdtvia dropped, and almost half of
the migrants to Latvia were Latvian nationals [15].
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Because it is a recent phenomenon, understandiggants’ narratives of return is still
lacking. In this paper we explore how did the Celftipandemic influence Latvian return
migrants’ decision to return. Rather than genarglisve seek to understand the influence
of the pandemic on return, considering existingvidedge on reasons to return. Based
on the interviews we argue that for some the paiwlaoted as catalyst, speeding up the
time between contemplating a return to the decjsiamle for others it triggered an

immediate decision.

1 Background

1.1 Why do migrants return?

Studies conducted in recent decades show thatiolegisf return migration vary. Push
and pull factors to a large degree explain why peopgrate and how they choose where
to [17]. However, return migration differs from ethforms of migration not only in that
people return to a place known to them. Thus, éasans for return differ also.
Attachment to host and home countries matters jgg]they are not mutually exclusive
[19, 20]. Strong social ties in the home countgpartunities, family, and motivations
related to one’s identity such as longing for haane determinants of return intentions
[21] but so is failure in the host country [22]. @thncreases the intention not to return is
work, education, and job satisfaction [21, 23,25, For return migrants, social ties and
families play an even greater role than in othenfof migration, while economic factors
matter less [26, 27, 28, 10]. Stark’s mapping asons for return migration provides one
of the most comprehensive lists of reasons forrmein recent literature and includes
economic reasons, growth and one’s place in sqcetgt family reasons [29]. These
motivations and reasons interact and result in ¢exngecisions and analyses [18].
Latvian returnees’ reasons for return align withsens for return in other studies. The
main factors that influence return migration touiatare homesickness, patriotism, and

family ties [11, 30]. Latvia pro-actively sought help its citizens return and integrate



into society, with new policies, laws and messagasgwell as with support from
remigration coordinators in all regions (e.g.: Mition Policy Conception, Diaspora law).
In a recent study, coordinators discussed the cexitplof reasons for return but agreed
that patriotism and family were the two most impatt factors for Latvians when
deciding to return [11]. For young Latvians the maeasons for return were
homesickness, taking care of family, and wantiregrtbhildren to grow up in the home
country [29]. The reason for return is rarely eaqoim[12, 13]. Failure is a theme, and
unsuccessful integration in the host country atsatributes to return [12]. Professional
factors count; these include applying skills ledradroad [11], and starting a business
[4]. Skills learned abroad however are not alwagishawledged by employers [31] and
even if they are considered it is mainly so in ¢apital, Riga [32]. Life events such as
starting a family, and professional opportunitiepedited such return intentions and
turned them into a decision to return [14]. Youndi@spora return migrants seek a better
life in Latvia [33]. For them, the return may o the end of their migration journey but
part of the seeking new opportunities and expeesij26]. But what happens during a
crisis like the pandemic when life as we know itiges in many ways? What are the
reasons for returning then? In this paper, we aslonly how the pandemic influenced
decisions to return but also what the reasonssfiirm were.

These reasons do not come at once; in fact, mgy@ten think about belonging, ideas
of the self and homeland, often juxtaposed with &broad. Voluntary migration is not
an immediate process for the individual, and denssido not take place on a uniform
schedule due to the complexity of feelings, thosghind factors. Instead, migration
definitions can be described in three phases.,Fivay are is considered, then planned,
and finally executed [ 34, 35, 36, 37]. While manjgrants go through the first two
stages, it is in the last one that arrangementbtééing return are made. Often, the gap
between considering mobility and actual mobilityasge, some may consider returning

for a long time but never return [38, 39, 40]. Ruegminess to return refers both to their



willingness to return and their readiness to ret@2]. How the Covid-19 pandemic

impacted these phases for Latvian returnees hdseeot explored in detail yet.

1.2 Pandemic’s impact on migration

The Covid-19 pandemic is a relatively recent cri8s a result, published studies remain
limited. It impacted so many aspects of peoplesapeconomic, and personal lives.
Migration too was an impacted area. The pandemiity \wckdowns, restrictions and
border closures increased the immobility of popatet from one moment to another [41].
This was recognized by policymakers; the Latvianegoments’ efforts to reach and
attract back Latvians intensified during the panidgii6]. The efforts acknowledged the
diversity of the diaspora [7, 8].

At the beginning of the pandemic, there were asdiseturns when the government
helped those abroad to come home. As economieskshimemployment grew. This was
especially relevant for the service sector and taany employment, areas where many
migrants work in. Migrants globally faced econonmpcoblems, not only losing
employment but sometimes not being paid for thekwioey completed [42, 43, 44].
Understanding changes in one’s lives may be a wapderstand migration more during
the pandemic. During the pandemic, health, employmend social life changed [45,
46]. Changes in one part of one’s life often leadthanges in other parts of life, and
trajectories also [47, 48, 49]. Exploring the rofdive events and changes has been used
to study mobility and return migrants’ journeys [51, 52, 53, 54]. Examples of such
life stages include caring duties such as havitgaeaged children or elderly parents
[53] or family planning [55, 56]. Yet in migratiatkecisions, identity formation, access
to the labour market, or feelings for the ‘homelastdl play a role [53]. Thus, family,
professional and historical reasons are layered @ach other [47, 57]. The decision is
then made prompted by a change, or rather tranditiane’s life [58]. The pandemic
brought many changes in people’s lives, includiegvrcaring duties, or professional

crossroads.



While life changed during the pandemic, demanddrtain sectors did not. A recent
article by Paul highlights that for many EU13 migisi opportunities remained as they
were in high demand for agricultural and servicg@gobs abroad [59]. In Europe, when
restrictions were the strictest, government negotia led to exceptions that allowed
CEE migrants to fill essential positions abroadatmid a food crisis. Migrants also
proactively returned when they could to their jatsoad [59]. Thus, return migration
was often short-lived for CEE migrants, many reiugrabroad to work. Return migration
was closely linked to other areas of life seemirigt-tracked by the pandemic, such as
hybrid and remote work. For Slovenian migrants @ering return combining working
online and living at home, with a higher qualitylié was a significant factor [42].
Hybrid or remote work increasingly made lifestylegmation, for instance earning a
Western European salary but settling in CEE, ptessithis was already a consideration
for Estonian migrants before the pandemic [54]. viig abroad, or returning are also
not singular events but part of their migrationrjgay. In this sense, transitional migrants,
migrants continually negotiate their identities vbeén home and host countries,
maintaining strong links to their home communif{i28] Thus, brain circulation, repeat,
and circular migration better describe migratiamwi$ than the limited dual point A to B
dynamic [26].

However, the ways reasons for the return and p&ogéxision making to migrate back
to Latvia may have changed during the pandemic Inatdeen explored, there are no

current studies on return migration on Covid-1@atvia.

2 Methods

We conducted 74 in-depth interviews with return mraigs in the three Baltic countries
between 2018-2022 to find out more about theirghdsion migration, reasons for return,
and life upon return. This article is based on péthis dataset, 12 interviews conducted

with Latvian return migrants who returned during tovid-19 pandemic.



For this study, we use the definition of a retungnant as someone who spent at least
three months abroad and then returned to their loametry, in line with similar research
in the Baltics [60].

The interviews were a mix of face-to-face, phomejideo conferences. Most interviews
were conducted in Latvian. The interviews were ssimictured. In interviews, all
returnees were asked about their migration backgroweturn journey, resettlement, and
plans for the future. Interviewees come from défdrprofessions, regions, age groups,
ethnicity, and gender. Since the population andtmasipanies in Latvia are centered in
Riga and major regional centres, these make um#jerity of locations.

Potential interviewees were contacted after seagcbn registers and social networks
(LinkedIn), personal networks of the research teand employment networks. There
was also an opportunity to register on the reseprofects’ website if someone was
interested in being interviewed.

All potential interviewees received information tre research and consented to the
interviews. Interviews were recorded, and anonymang all interviewees received
pseudonyms. The analytical approach was thematikirig for patterns and relationships
between them. The sample is not representativet baptures perceptions of returnees
in these two years about how they see the reasoretiirning to their home country,

Latvia.

3 Results

This section presents two different ways the pandemas weaved into returnees’
narratives of return. For each pattern, we not atigcuss the way the pandemic
influenced returns but also how this influence s@snected to the main reasons to return

in participants’ stories.



3.1 Pandemic as a catalyst

This group of returnees in the sample have beeakitig about return, but they have not
thought of the specifics of when. This staged appinoaligns with different stages of
migration decision, first contemplated and onlhafin realized [14].

As borders, public spaces, and workplaces shut dmare returnees still living abroad,
and living alone described feelings of lonelineisd missing people. The pandemic and
the restrictions had an even bigger impact on thigse alone or being isolated from
society [61, 62, 63]. Migrants, who did not havenily abroad or who did not (yet)
integrate into the host society relatively fullycéal challenges of loneliness [64, 65].
Contrasting being able to interact with peopleydailisolation, some migrants chose to
return to be with family. Rita described how theng@mic influenced her decision to
return: ‘1 spent several months in Geneva home alone. Ibeéhening, | enjoyed it, but
the more it lasted, the less I liked it. | undeostohat actually | would like to be in Latvia.
I had the feeling that the pandemic won’t disappigam a to another and that it will
begin again in autumn. And | thought that | woulat ke to be again home alone. |
preferred to be in Latvia (Rita). Rita only recently arrived in Geneva afelt
increasingly isolated. She contrasted her isolatiith the opportunities she would have
for socialising in Latvia. Edgars felt the same whag did not want to ‘hermit abroad’
especially since he never thought of not returnfidgell because one of the reasons is
Latvia is the place | want to stay and that wag pisource of higher income. That was
in no way a long-term situation. So that's whydlhg didn’t feel like a returning migrant.

| just returned honig(Edgars).

Other returnees reflected on whether they woulderagtay abroad during the pandemic.
Latvia did comparatively well especially at the iegng of the pandemic when much of
Western Europe was in a strict lockdown. Thus, amtg saw opportunities to live
without isolation, work and even find new opportigs. Sandis retrospectively argued
“I am happy that in our country it is more or legll... If | would be abroad now, |

would definitely would like to come homégSandis). As the pandemic continued, these
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differences evaporated somewhat. By 2020 autumwuid&o was in lockdown. Yet,
migrants’ feelings of loneliness did not disappdsaugh became more of the status quo.
The decision to return was not always with permaaen mind. Edgars too came home
but was able to continue his work remotely. Hisiahiplan of coming back for a short
time only was extended repeatedly and he now thuekseturned for goodWell, there
was a chance | could work online and move backatvia. The main reason was that |
didn’t know how long the border closings would ldstthe beginning, | was thinking of
staying there during Covid-19. But as rumors ofd®srclosings were shuffling and the
duration would be unknown, | didn’t want to herthiere for a few years... The positive
was also that | got back to Latvia and met my faraitd friends and don't regret the
decision.” (Edgars). Toms, who moved abroad to start amgndge had to return quickly.
These feelings, and the opportunity to return, gthgut against the backdrop of having
thought of return before. For these migrants, thedemic facilitated or rather sped up
the decision to return. At the core of the reasesush missing people and the home
country align with the reasons in literature befibre pandemic. However, loneliness and
longing intensified and catalised the decision-mgkprocess from contemplation to

action.

3.2 Pandemic as a reason to return

For the second group of returnees, the pandemicshall a direct impact on their
livelihood, work, or studies that they returned heiit contemplating returning
significantly before that. This was primarily traethe beginning of the pandemic when
the economy halted.

Unemployment across Europe soared at the begionthg crisis with the mostimpacted
sector being the service sector. As the world dbwain, people lost their roles. Since CEE
migrants filled many service sector jobs in Westeanope, they were disproportionally
impacted. For migrants not having a job resultedomdy in stress but also in economic

difficulties. For Una and her family, the panderalso meant losing their jobs, which



prompted them to return quickly, they moved frormsideration to execution within
days: “Things are closing there and so on, like one obihekshops that | worked in. And
my husband's job kind of closed. We had a flighMamch 26th“ (Una). Una felt they
had no choice but to return as life abroad withoebme was more expensive. Her
family’s decision was made quickly.

Students studying abroad faced a unique dilemmahéis studies shifted online, social
life came to an abrupt halt. Anna, who studiedvanNletherlands quickly decided to return
to Latvia, on the second to last repatriation fiighen the pandemic hitlt‘was the 25th

of March, just when all that situation started. Té&vere a lot of people flying to Latvia.
Honestly, the majority were students who were s$tgdgbroad. From the ones | know,
rarely anyone stayed. | know that in the beginnihghought | would stay in the
Netherlands myself but then | realised that they&osing borders and everything, then
| got the feeling “Oh Shit, it's getting réafAnna). Anna then spent the next two years
flying back for exams or when studies were on-gitdy to be in quarantine or self-
isolation for weeks on end. Often, these trips wWdad decided from one day to the other
since changing restrictions left little time formphing. In the end, she did not return to
the Netherlands but stayed in Latvia despite pres/ans.

For some who left quickly, and without plannindpéfore. the pandemic also acted as a
barrier. Returnees contemplated leaving againtiayt couldn’t leave. Una, who had to
return because she and her husband’s job endetydbe pandemic was waiting for the
earliest opportunity for the borders open to I€aMkthe borders are closed until the end
of July... | hope that the situation will change udtinuary” (Una). For students, this
often became costly, especially as modes of studigalations, and flights changed from
one day to the otherThen I returned to the Netherlands for an exam. ntha day we
received an email that said: “If you live abroaduycan stay in your home countries and
not go to the Netherlands. Don’t worry, the exarihlvé held online.” And then | thought
“damn, wtf”. The thing is | couldn’t immediatelyyfback (to Latvia) because | would

have to do another Covid test. It was expensivetakdts were expensive for the last
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moment flights. Then | was stuck in the Netherlama$ng a test and after a month they
stated that all studies are going online again. @&k bad. Go back (to home country)
(Anna). Toms, who moved to Spain three months leatoe pandemic hit Europe to start
a business drove back 120 km per hour across Ewnope he realized borders are
closing. He then left again only to realise theosecwave is thereAnd then the second
wave hit. And then we realised we couldn’t prelmiv long this one will last. Either we
head back to Latvia now or we stay and just runafunoney. So, we decided to head
back before zeros and not with deftoms). He returned with a positive balance sheet
and stayed in Latvia. The feeling of being stuckdfiore can be described not only as a
one-off experience but a reoccurring frustration fimgrants moving back and forth
between home and abroad.

For this group of migrants, who returned earlyhia pandemic, what they do every day
was not an option. Thus, they decided to move badlatvia quickly. They also started
to contemplate leaving Latvia quickly. However, #revironment remained uncertain as
lockdowns, quarantines and regulations changedvihgavas not easy and costly in

terms of time and funds also.

4 Conclusions and Discussion

A few recent events had a larger impact on peofife'styles, relationships, or even jobs
than the Covid-19 pandemic. This paper aimed tavanthe question of how the Covid-
19 pandemic influenced Latvian migrants’ decisiometurn to Latvia. While searching
for the reason for return, we found that returndesision-making process, consideration,
planning, and execution were impacted. Interviesveal that the pandemic’s influence
may be described in two ways.

Firstly, for a group of participants, the pandem#s a catalyst allowing migrants to move
from contemplating a return to returning quickhheTpandemic impacted how people
thought of return. For them, missing people, lameds, and missing community were

some of the main reasons for their return. Theasoms are about social ties and home,
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very much aligning to reasons Latvians migrated éaiuring the pandemic. The return
journey of this group of migrants highlights notyotie vulnerability of migrants in times
of crisis but also re-emphasises the importancetefjration for successful migration
journeys. Integration and strong social ties previdsilience in times of crisis. At the
same time, it is an example of how the gap betveegisidering mobility and mobility
shrunk when faced with a crisis, uncertainty, audation abroad.

Secondly, the pandemic and its immediate conseg@semay be seen as reasons for
return. For this group of returnees, loss of emplegyt and online studies were the most
significant reason. Yet, there is no sense thatlesperiences are linked to failure, often
sighted as a reason to return. Instead, they atedaon uncertainty and a need for safety.
These returnees moved quickly. For some of thegeamis, the pandemic also acted as
a barrier to leaving again soon after a returnc@ar migration journeys of coming back
and leaving again, feed into the narrative thaniany migrants returning is more a stop
in their journey than the destination itself.

The much-anticipated great wave of return, it seemns more like a tide. People moved
back and forth between borders, seeking safetycaminmunity in times of uncertainty
while trying to maintain their work and studies.tyYkessons can be learned from this
experience.

It was migrants living alone, who contemplated meforior to the pandemic who decided
to return and stayed. This highlights not onlyvhierability of migrants abroad but also
the importance of the consideration phase. In toissideration phase policymakers
wishing to attract returnees have the opportunityetind and emphasise migrants about
the opportunities and values of the home countriglvthen can play a large role in the
decision to return.

For these transnational migrants returning andiggagain, coming back is not an end
point. They successfully maintained links to bdthit home and host country, and what

attracted them to leave remains valid even in tiofasgisis.
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